ABOUT AUTISM

Autism spectrum disorders (ASDs), refers to a group of developmental disorders that are usually first diagnosed in early childhood and include: autistic disorder, pervasive developmental disorder not otherwise specified (PDD-NOS) and Asperger’s syndrome. It also includes two rare disorders, Rett’s disorder and childhood disintegrative disorder.

Individuals affected by the disorder often have difficulties in three main areas:

· Social interaction – Difficulty with social relationships; for example, appearing aloof and indifferent to other people.

· Social communication – Difficulty with verbal and nonverbal communication; for example, not fully understanding the meaning of common gestures, facial expressions, tone of voice or sarcasm.

· Social imagination – Difficulty in the development of interpersonal play and imagination; for example, having a limited range of creative ability, combined with the tendency for routine or repetitive behavior.  

An individual living with autism may display some or all of the following characteristics, which may present themselves as challenges or strengths:
· Difficulty understanding language, gestures, and/or social cues.
· Literal or excessive speech, often with a concentration on a particular topic.

· Limited or no speech, requiring reliance on alternate forms of communication.

· Difficulty relating to others or participating in a back-and-forth conversation or interaction.

· Social awkwardness.

· Intense interests.

· Repetitive behaviors, such as pacing, hand-flapping or rocking.

· More or less sensitivity to light, sound, smell, taste or touch than others experience.
· Anxiety, abnormal fear and/or lack of appropriate fear in real dangers.

· Difficulty managing transition, changes in routine, stress and frustration.

· Strong visual skills.

· Good rote and long-term memory (facts, statistics, etc.).

· Adherence to rules, honesty.

· Intense concentration or focus, especially on a preferred activity.

· Understanding of and retention of concrete concepts, patterns and rules.

· Musical, mathematical, technological and/ or artistic ability or interest.

Though most individuals with autism do not have physical abnormalities, they will often avoid eye contact and may have difficulty recognizing faces. Their cognitive abilities and skill sets vary from gifted to severely challenged. “Opening Doors: A Discussion of Residential Options for Adults Living with Autism and Related Disorders” (2010), addresses the pressing needs of individuals on the autism spectrum who require support for daily living. 
http://www.autismcenter.org/openingdoors.aspx
Advancing Full Spectrum Housing: Design for Adults with Autism Spectrum Disorders, the companion study to Opening Doors, reports on how design can best accommodate and ameliorate the challenges and conditions faced by adults living with autism.
http://stardust.asu.edu/research_resources/detail.php?id=60.
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